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There is nothing new under the sun, but there are new suns.


—Octavia Butler















INTRODUCTION



Now, what I have said about Harlem is true of Chicago, Detroit, Washington, Boston, Philadelphia, Los Angeles and San Francisco—is true of every Northern city with a large Negro population. And the police are simply the hired enemies of this population. They are present to keep the Negro in his place and to protect white business interests, and they have no other function. They are, moreover—even in a country which makes the very grave error of equating ignorance with simplicity—quite stunningly ignorant; and, since they know that they are hated, they are always afraid. One cannot possibly arrive at a more surefire formula for cruelty.…


I am writing a report, which is also a plea for the recognition of our common humanity. Without this recognition, our common humanity will be proved in unutterable ways. My report is also based on what I myself know, for I was born in Harlem and raised there. Neither I, nor my family, can be said ever really to have left; we are—perhaps—no longer as totally at the mercy of the cops and the landlords as once we were. In any case, our roots, our friends, our deepest associations are there, and “there” is only about fifteen blocks away.


—James Baldwin, “A Report from Occupied Territory”1


IN 1966, JAMES BALDWIN PUBLISHED “A REPORT FROM OCCUPIED TERRITORY” in the Nation magazine. In the report, he described the realities of police violence within the context of poverty and systemic racism in Black communities. Importantly, Baldwin charged: “These things happen, in all our Harlems, every single day. If we ignore this fact, and our common responsibility to change this fact, we are sealing our doom.”


These words have never rung more true. Decades later, we are still trapped in cycles of violence from the state and within communities. This book presents my notes from occupied territory, from a society that polices crisis to preserve power. I share these thoughts not only to describe the conditions of Black communities and beyond as they relate to police but to chart a way out, for us to dream about what could be in a fresh, new society.


My questions around policing stem from my own experiences and those of people I’ve been close to, since I was young. My first memory of the police is from outside my Bronx home. That day is still cloudy—but I must have been around five or six years old. The red-blue lights were flashing. They pierced right through the window and curtains. I remember my dad standing by the door, defensive of himself and us. He told them not to come in. There was yelling and shouting. Whatever was going on, I knew then that there was no reason for people who had the ability to take his life—and ours—to be that close to us. The feeling of those lights—and their power—cycles through my body till today. Looking back, I see that there could have been so many other responses. The day left a lasting, traumatic impression on me not because it was inevitable but because there were no other options available to manage concerns that the police couldn’t address.


Throughout life, I’ve had to navigate conflict and violence. In those moments, I’ve never called the police. If I did call anyone, they were people I knew and trusted. I focused instead on building relationships with others and developing my own capacity to protect myself and people I cared for.


I’ve been trying to avoid the police for as long as I remember. As a kid, I knew they were trouble. I heard stories about the police being violent, saw them harass and arrest people, and saw how they enforced unjust laws. And at around thirteen, I started to experience it myself. It happened in a town in New Jersey, not far from where I lived. School had let out early that day, and my friends and I were just hanging out. It was a rare, carefree afternoon for us. No tests to take, no classes to attend, no gym to sweat in—just us laughing, talking about whatever young teenagers talk about—our latest crush, a teacher that frustrated us, a pair of sneakers we wanted, but couldn’t quite afford.


But our sense of freedom quickly evaporated when the police showed up. They thought we were skipping school. We weren’t skipping, just trying to have some fun and enjoy the day. But that didn’t matter to them.


The officer zeroed in on me. I remember how he spoke to me. His tone and questions implying that I was doing something wrong as he searched for deference. Implying that I was some kind of danger to him, not seeing that I was a boy with his friends, draping his jacket over his body for warmth. There was no weapon, no threat—I was just a kid. But that wasn’t enough for him.


Frustrated by how I was being treated, I wasn’t deferential in my responses, because I knew I hadn’t done anything wrong. Then, suddenly, he grabbed me. For a brief moment, I thought about resisting, about trying to stop him. But I realized quickly that any resistance on my part might escalate things and cost me my life.


In a single moment, memories of my father and that basement apartment, the flashing lights outside our window. The fear in his eyes and now the fear in my own. So I didn’t resist. I let my body go limp as he violently threw me to the ground. He held me there for a while, then put me into the back of his police car. I sat in a daze, feeling powerless. He walked back and forth outside the car, threatening to send me to Jamesburg, a juvenile detention facility. I had no idea why. I was just sitting there, confused and afraid.


Eventually, he let me go. The incident wasn’t just a personal trauma; it made concrete what I already felt: the police were there to harm, not protect me. To him, it was just another day of work. For me, it left a lasting scar. And it wouldn’t be the last.


Whatever the police did, they weren’t there to protect me. It felt like they were there to stop me, harass me, assault me, and maybe kill me. But definitely not to protect me or people who looked like me. So I tried to build a world where I would have to see, interact, and be around them as little as possible. I still do. Unfortunately, in a society that has one of the largest police forces in the world, that isn’t easy.
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Across the United States, police are everywhere. In a way, America has made it impossible to avoid policing. Police have flooded Black and marginalized communities. Police violence has continued to spark national outrage. And people throughout the world know about the violence of policing in the United States. While it can seem as if the injustice of policing is new, it is anything but. Policing was built on controlling race-class-oppressed communities. And while the specific functions and administration have changed vastly since early forms of policing sprang up in the New World in the early 1700s, policing has continued to control dispossessed communities and reinforce societal inequality.


I don’t remember the first time I heard of police abolition, but I know I was drawn toward the concept from the start. The idea that society can exist with no police took me some time to wrap my head around. It required me to put myself into a world that doesn’t exist yet; to imagine the different ways we would respond to crises and to harm and ultimately respond to the needs that people have. It was hard for me at times to think about all the terrible things people are capable of and ask myself: If there are no police but there’s a shooting or home invasion or domestic violence, how do folks get help? What other resources are available for people to rely upon in dangerous situations? How can we prevent these moments from happening altogether? How do we create a fundamentally less violent society? As we explore these questions together, you will learn that I am certain that policing is not the answer to societal problems. In the first part of the book, I will address the reasons why. In the final chapters, I will share a vision of a world without police and take us on a journey where we will learn about how people around the world are helping prove that a world without policing is possible.


Throughout this book, I will also be exploring the theory and practice of abolition. Those who identify as police abolitionists want an end to policing, a world where policing does not exist. When people hear this, it often sparks questions and fear. If there are no police, then whom will we call when we’re in danger? Who will stop people from hurting others? Won’t society fall apart? The questions make sense. From a young age, we’re told that police are here to keep us safe. We also live in a world that can be hurtful and violent. So without police, who will protect those in need of protection?


But the notion that police are here to protect and serve us is contradicted by the fact that countless numbers of people continue to experience violent and unjust interactions with police. These include the murders of Michael Brown, Breonna Taylor, Aiyana Stanley-Jones, George Floyd, and countless others. Even more, what we’re told police do and what police actually do are two very different things, even outside of tragic cases of police violence. The truth is that police do very little to actually generate safety. And there’s a reason why: policing was not created to cultivate safety for all. Rather, policing was created to control oppressed people and preserve power for those who have it while offering a semblance of protection to those deemed worthy of it. These functions often coincide, as those with power rely on police for protection from those considered dangerous, which is often shaped by race, class, and gender.


Police abolition is centered on creating societies that have safety and accountability without the coercive violence of policing. Many abolitionists have experienced harm themselves, which makes safety and accountability an utmost priority for them. It is the desire for safety that brought me to police abolition and continues to be the driving force behind my work.


Many people still believe that policing can be reformed into a system that will bring about safety for everyone and in which police violence isn’t a recurring issue. And some, especially those who live in more financially well-off locations,2 may feel that there aren’t any pressing problems around policing that need to be addressed. But the recurring cycle of police violence, protest in response, and the promise and illusion of reform have us stuck in a pattern where we re-create history over and over again. And it will take radical change to end this cycle. It turns out that the same solution to ending police violence also will address the reason that many people do not feel safe every day, even as the United States maintains one of the largest police forces in the world.


This book answers questions about what we would do if there were no police. It may sound jarring, unrealistic, and impossible. It may bring up fears, experiences, and questions. But through taking this journey, I’m positive that you’ll understand why a growing number of people see police abolition as a clear answer to a persistent problem. And for those who may already believe in the promises of abolition, Beyond Policing will offer visions and bridges forward.


Policing is centered on monitoring, surveillance, and control. Thus, policing can be—and is—carried out by a range of actors and entities, including social service agencies; vigilantes; corrections, parole, and probation officers; and the military. Police power in particular is drawn from the use or threat of violence to coerce and control. While I focus on police directly, I also discuss the broader ecosystem of policing that reaches beyond cops, particularly toward Black, Latinx, Indigenous, poor, and other oppressed communities.


My vision of a police-free world does not mean one in which there is an absence of safety and help. During my early years in the Bronx and Newark, New Jersey, I learned that the police did not address my concerns of safety; they added to them. The police were present when it felt unnecessary and nowhere when they seemed to be needed, and my communities needed interventions to feel safe. The fact that I experienced situations that felt hostile and unsafe growing up is a large reason why I became so deeply invested in police abolition. To this day, I exert much of my energy trying to manage concerns around safety for myself and others. And it’s the search for safety entirely outside of (and from) policing that continues to animate my work.


In order to imagine worlds without police, we first have to address the reasons they exist. If people have their basic needs met and have the resources to thrive, the situations in which police seem to offer a semblance of a solution would be dramatically reduced. We’ve long known that poverty and precarity are among the largest predictors of actions that lead to conflict and harm. In addition, we must invest in community-based approaches to safety and accountability, approaches that address the underlying causes of harm, violence, and conflict.


We need to imagine a different kind of existence and different ways of relating to one another. Ones where we can eat and feed our families, where the work we do is meaningful and contributes to a more livable and sustainable world for everyone. Ones where we live in safe and accountable communities. Ones where, when something does happen, we have resources and people to call who can help without causing more harm. Ones where we can be in relation to one another in ways that affirm our humanity. Where we feel free.


We must have the courage to imagine new worlds and develop the power to create that which we imagine. Not because it is easy or guaranteed but simply because it is our only option. Ideas that may have seemed impossible at the outset have changed the world. There was a time when the abolition of slavery seemed impossible to many. So, too, did the advances made by decolonialization movements across the global South. Police abolition is no exception.


In Beyond Policing, I explore what it means to endure harm or the threat of it while remaining committed to advocating for abolition. My journey has been marked by encounters with violence and personal losses. Yet, in those challenging circumstances, I never turned to the police. My stance largely comes from being a part of a community that has been systematically targeted by various facets of policing.


This book confronts a harsh reality often faced by Black communities: our experiences as victims and survivors of violence are frequently overlooked, except when they serve to perpetuate damaging narratives such as the notion of “Black on Black crime.” This dismissal by the broader society and the criminal-legal system3 only reinforces the importance of understanding how we, as a community, navigate harm and violence. It emphasizes the need to find solutions outside of policing, solutions that don’t rely on a system that was designed to harm, not protect us.


Beyond Policing is a deeply personal and scholarly journey, tracing my evolving understanding of policing and community safety. This exploration is rooted in my experiences growing up young and Black in the Bronx and later in New Jersey and being heavily skeptical of the police. That skepticism led me to a number of questions that I began to explore in my academic studies at Boston College as an undergraduate and Yale as a PhD student in sociology and African American studies. Those studies helped me understand the histories and contemporary realities of policing in the present moment.


My experience in activist spaces from 2014 onward, through organizations such as BYP100 and protests in Ferguson, Baltimore, New York City, and elsewhere during the height of unrest against police violence, provided more insight into police power, as well as the movement to build community safety. It was in those spaces that envisioned new futures that I learned of police abolition and became committed to the need to build community safety approaches.


Throughout Beyond Policing, my personal journey—from being young and Black in the Bronx to the academic halls of Yale, to the front lines of protests—serves as a continuous narrative thread. This journey is not just a critique of the present but an exploration and advocacy for a world where safety and justice are redefined and upheld by the community itself. From early understandings of police in my youth to a more nuanced political understanding over time, my journey into these issues began as skepticism and evolved into a commitment to abolition. As I explored the history of policing, engaged in activism, and saw the range of popular reforms in academic and political spaces, I became increasingly committed to the idea of abolition as the way forward.


The book unfolds across three interconnected parts offering unique perspectives on the evolution, impact, and transformation of policing. In the first part, “Histories,” I delve into the first chapter, “The Origins of Policing,” exploring how policing systems were initially formed not to keep everyone safe but as a mechanism of social control. This foundational understanding of how policing evolved into its current form is crucial for grasping contemporary realities and potential futures. The subsequent chapter, “The Police Boom,” builds on this foundation, examining the significant growth of policing in America during the twentieth century and its profound impact on Black, Indigenous, Latinx, and other marginalized communities. It was a time when politicians on all sides became invested in expanding police capacity and involvement in all aspects of social life, most notably during the 1960s amid nationwide protests and rebellions.


In “Currents,” the second part of the book, I shift to examining contemporary policing. My initial understanding of police power came from several sources: direct personal experiences with policing over time, my activism against police violence starting in 2014, and extensive study into the history of policing to comprehend its evolution to the present day. In the chapter “The Tide,” I present a critical examination of contemporary policing, the recurring patterns of police reform, and the resistance movements against police violence. This is followed by a chapter titled “Solutions for a New World.” In this chapter, I explore various community-led safety initiatives. These initiatives are presented as models that can guide us toward a new paradigm in which police no longer monopolize our approach to ensuring safety.


The final part, “Futures,” culminates with my vision of a transformative future. “The Transformation of Justice” explores viable approaches to accountability and justice, such as restorative and transformative justice models. In “An Abolitionist Future,” I present an imaginative and hopeful perspective on a society free from policing, emphasizing community care and mutual support.


In the interludes of the book, I share personal accounts. From facing threats of gun violence in my community to encountering police abuse and violence, these experiences have been pivotal in shaping my perspective. These stories, integral to the narrative, illustrate the stark realities that led me to question the existing structures of policing and justice.


Through this journey, I’ve realized the need for a cultural change to truly move beyond policing and toward meaningful safety—a change from a culture of punishment shaped by greed, profiteering, and capitalism. The transformation of justice, as I’ve learned, means changing how we understand it and how we relate to one another altogether. Imagination is critical to abolition, and in Beyond Policing, I share what I dream of when I think of a new world shaped by commitments to community safety and accountability. This book is an invitation to imagine and create together a world beyond policing.













PART I



HISTORIES













CHAPTER 1



THE ORIGINS OF POLICING


Police violence is a part of the DNA of the United States.… There has been no golden age of policing in which violence and racism were not central to the job.


—Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, From #BlackLivesMatter to Black Liberation1


At every gate through which we were to pass, we saw a watchman—at every ferry a guard—on every bridge a sentinel—and in every wood a patrol. We were hemmed in upon every side. Here were the difficulties, real or imagined—the good to be sought, and the evil to be shunned.


—Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave2


ONCE I BEGAN LEARNING MORE ABOUT POLICING IN COLLEGE, SO MANY questions began to trouble me: Why do the police exist? Where did they come from? What does actual public safety3 look like? If so many people believe that police don’t keep them safe, why do we still advocate for them? What would it take to stop police violence and put an end to policing altogether? How do we create safe, accountable communities?


In graduate school, I wanted to learn more about the history of policing. But in 2014, when I started my PhD in sociology and African American studies at Yale, this proved to be a challenge. The historical accounts that I found often gave simplified overviews of the police that largely focused on their professionalization over time. I found more histories of prisons and prison abolition, such as The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness by Michelle Alexander, Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition in Globalizing California by Ruth Wilson Gilmore, and Are Prisons Obsolete? by Angela Y. Davis. These accounts revealed how race, class, and gender produced the prison-industrial complex, the web of interrelated systems that make up mass imprisonment.


But it was more difficult to find overviews and examinations of policing. Beyond that, much of the mainstream dialogue at the time centered on training, data, restrictive policies, diversity, and an emphasis on the “community” as solutions to police violence. I sought out books and articles that provided a more critical history. As I stitched together different histories and studies of policing, it became apparent to me that policing hadn’t been designed for public safety.


The history of policing is long and storied. In reality, there’s no one linear tale of policing in the United States. Rather, the history is fragmented and developed differently in different areas. But what became especially apparent to me was that the history of US policing is international in scope. It involves the inflow and outflow of information and strategies related to managing and maintaining colonization. Policing wasn’t constructed out of a desire for public safety but out of a desire to preserve power and the status quo.4 Policing has existed since colonialism and slavery appeared in the United States and began as a colonial project. Previously, Indigenous populations had navigated concerns in ways that were autonomous, context specific, and aligned with Indigenous customs and values.5 Early colonial formations of policing in the United States included slave patrols in the South and watchmen policing groups in the North. Specific features of policing have changed over time, but it has remained a key force in managing inequality and preserving power.


Police entities over time have varied widely from the models we see today. Their size, scope, and functions have changed as history has developed. These shifts and changes have created different forms of police from the slave patrols and strikebreakers that were common in the past. But an understanding of history reveals that despite these differences in policing, what has remained constant is the use of policing to control and punish Black, Indigenous, Latinx, immigrant, poor, and other dispossessed communities. The rampant racial disparities in the policing of race-class-subjugated communities6—a term developed by Joe Soss and Vesla Weaver to describe the interconnectedness between race and class, especially as it relates to governing institutions and policing—that we see today are part and parcel of a long legacy of policing colonized and oppressed people throughout the world.


Resistance to police violence and crises over the legitimacy of policing within society have played important roles in shaping the history of policing. Major transformations related to policing have often been propelled by communities resisting the power and authority of policing in society. Historically, the response to dissent against policing has been to make policing stronger and more deeply tied into the social fabric of everyday life. In order to understand the fragmented histories of policing in the United States, we have to examine its international roots and its focus on race-class control.


The government, media, and mainstream social institutions have socialized us to believe that police are the only organizations that can effectively provide public safety—which justifies the idea that police need to maintain a monopoly on the legitimate use of violence. For most of modern history, though, police weren’t seen this way. Rather, they were seen as a violent occupying force that largely served the interests of those in power. For communities targeted by police violence, the idea that police weren’t created in the interest of safety isn’t a surprise. Police are said to be the stewards of public safety, but up and down the country, policing emerged in the seventeenth century as a tool of racial and class domination and control. Policing is centered on maintaining the status quo, which has been shaped by white supremacy, patriarchy, and capitalism—systems that create unjust conditions for those oppressed by them. The status quo is reliant on the subjugation of Black people and marginalized communities because freedom, justice, and liberation for these communities would require the transformation of society as we know it. The police violence we see today is not a fluke or aberration. The criminal-legal system today is not broken; it is operating exactly as it was designed to: as a violent tool of race and class control that protects very few.


THE FOUNDATIONS OF POLICING, 1630–1800


Where does policing in the United States stem from? The earliest policing models in the United States included watchmen and constable systems in the North and slave patrols in the South. Those early forms of policing and surveillance relied largely on volunteers, were loosely organized, and were hyperlocal. They focused on maintaining the moral codes, social order, and criminal law structured by those with power. Watchmen were widespread in cities and early on were largely focused on enforcing vice codes and labor control, while patrols were principally responsible for preserving slavery.7


The first night watch in Boston was organized in 1631 and was a precursor to later, more formal policing. Another early night watch system included the “rattlewatch” formed in 1651 to discourage crime and disorder in the Dutch colony of New Amsterdam and investigate those suspected of causing them.8 In the latter part of 1658, its funding expanded as the eight-man rattlewatch group began “drawing pay, making them the first municipally funded police organization.”9 They would also use wooden rattles to alert nearby people of smoke or fires.


The first known constable in the United States was Joshua Pratt in 1634, responsible for Plymouth Colony. At the time, nonuniformed constables came into their positions through appointment or were elected for a specific duration and weren’t compensated with a traditional salary, receiving pay from serving writs and executing warrants. The positions were developed in early colonial America and based on the parish constable system in the United Kingdom. Constables were responsible for doling out punishments, making arrests, and handling land surveys. Soon after the takeover of New Amsterdam by the British in 1664, the area would become New York City. The English installed a constable (whose name has not been well documented) whose “job was to keep the peace, suppress excessive drinking, gambling, prostitution, and prevent disturbances when church services were in progress.”10


Night watches, such as those formed in Boston, New York City, and Philadelphia (in 1700), were commonplace during this period and were precursors of later policing forces.11 Those largely decentralized entities were not particularly well organized or connected to other law enforcement formations in different regions. They were also highly context specific and formed with the purpose of addressing a region’s particular concerns, largely driven by the desires of those in power, which involved controlling workers, preventing rebellion, and expanding the US empire. Private citizens were also able to enforce laws and arrest people who allegedly engaged in crime or committed offenses. Those early, decentralized models emerged from European models of watch groups that had existed for many centuries prior, including in the Roman Empire as Vigiles12 and the Praetorian Guard.13


Watch groups such as those formed the early embers of what would become the policing we now see today. Policing in those early watch groups, as well as in more modern policing agencies, was modeled after systems in Europe and England, which were made up primarily of volunteers, including civilians, watch groups, sheriffs, constables, and patrols. Additionally, they employed a compulsory system called posse comitatus, which allowed sheriffs or other law enforcement officers to conscript people for law enforcement assistance. Empires and nation-states have long relied on policing and military use, or violence work, as Micol Seigel has poignantly put it in Violence Work: State Power and the Limits of Police, to expand power and manage inequality. As Seigel wrote:




That is the distinction between work that must be done by police and work that police could pass on to others: work that relies upon violence or the threat thereof. Violence work.…


Police realize—they make real—the core of the power of the state. That is what I mean to convey by calling police “violence workers.”…


“Violence workers” is a more disturbing term than euphemisms such as “law enforcement” or “security workers,” and we should be disturbed. It is more accurately broad than the misleadingly governmental “police.” It effectively conveys the full panoply of people whose work rests on a promise of violence, thereby displacing some of the weight of the assumption that policing is only or even primarily a state project or that the state is a watertight container or boundary for “the police,” or even that police in the United States operate solely in US territory.14





SLAVE PATROLS


In the South, the first organized policing entities began as slave patrols.15 Slave owners and local civilian officials paid patrollers to prevent slave revolts and preserve the institution of slavery.16 Slave patrollers would patrol private property and public spaces to ensure that enslaved people weren’t carrying any weapons or concealing fugitives, conducting any meetings, or gaining literacy. Members of slave patrols also patrolled the roads to catch any enslaved people who attempted to escape to the North. A majority of the slave patrols dominated rural areas and were loosely organized. With the rise of industrialization, enslaved African Americans sometimes had to work far from their owners’ property, so there were large numbers of unaccompanied enslaved people within cities. Officers were thus viewed as even more necessary for supervising, monitoring, and inspecting enslaved people who worked in urban areas.17 Slave patrols emerged during the transatlantic slave trade across the Americas, including the United States, the Caribbean, and Latin America, with strategies and tactics being transported across colonial contexts.18


In the United States, slave patrols originated in the Carolinas as early as 1704 and were organized to deter rebellion and prevent enslaved people from freeing themselves. The Charleston Guard and Watch emerged out of the patrols in 1785 and was one of the first modern policing entities in the United States. As the theological scholar Andy Alexis-Baker wrote:




In 1785 the first modern police force arose out of slave patrols in Charleston, South Carolina called the Charleston Guard and Watch. This department had a distinct chain of command, uniforms, sole responsibility for policing, salary, authorized use of force, and a focus on preventing “crime.” According to one member, the unit’s main responsibility was “keeping down the niggers,” which it did with terrifying precision; “crime” and “black” were synonymous. Over time, similar departments emerged in other cities.19





In 1793, Congress enacted the Fugitive Slave Act, which outlined laws regarding the detention and return of enslaved people, further solidifying the power and centrality of oppressive entities such as slave patrols in American society.20 In places such as Virginia and South Carolina, slave patrols were organized from members of state militias. As a result of fears of revolt following events such as the planned rebellion led by Denmark Vesey, a community leader and formerly enslaved man who orchestrated one of the most well-known planned slave uprisings in the United States, white enslavers built arsenals and further developed their slave patrols. The Citadel and the Virginia Military Institute were created to help oversee the arsenals built to stamp out revolts of enslaved people and serve as recruiting sites for state militias to form slave patrols.21 These colleges were also created to provide structure and efficiency for slave patrols in stamping out slave rebellion and revolt. These links point to policing and military formation as two sides of the same coin: violence in service of preserving and expanding the power of those who have it.


Patrollers weren’t the only ones engaged in the policing of Black people during periods of legal enslavement. After the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, private citizens were enlisted in returning enslaved people suspected of running away to their plantations.22 There were penalties for refusing to return enslaved people who liberated themselves, and the act required the compliance of private citizens even in states that had abolished slavery. The enlisting of white citizens in the policing of enslaved people shows that organized law enforcement isn’t the only purveyor of policing. While formal organizations handle the main policing duties for the state, a wider range of individuals and groups have played, and can play, key roles in policing and punishment.


W. E. B. Du Bois, in The Souls of Black Folk, incisively commented on policing and the court system in the South during and after formal emancipation:




Its police system was arranged to deal with blacks alone, and tacitly assumed that every white man was ipso facto a member of that police. Thus grew up a double system of justice, which erred on the white side by undue leniency and the practical immunity of red-handed criminals, and erred on the black side by undue severity, injustice, and lack of discrimination. For, as I have said, the police system of the South was originally designed to keep track of all Negroes, not simply of criminals; and when the Negroes were freed and the whole South was convinced of the impossibility of free Negro labor, the first and almost universal device was to use the courts as a means of reënslaving the blacks. It was not then a question of crime, but rather one of color, that settled a man’s conviction on almost any charge. Thus Negroes came to look upon courts as instruments of injustice and oppression, and upon those convicted in them as martyrs and victims.23





Du Bois pointed to important truths: that policing was not designed for safety and that reality was evident in how police and the court system engaged with white and Black populations. Importantly, policing of Black people as a form of racial control did not end after the fall of slavery; it transformed. Police and the court system became the main tools of the convict leasing system, where prisons leased incarcerated people out to private businesses and individuals. After the abolition of slavery, convict leasing became a tool to coerce Black people back into forced labor. Policing was also used as a tool to keep track of and control Black communities. Coercive patterns of policing centered in securing the interests of property owners and business elites structured much of the history of policing in the South from slavery onward.


In Celeste Winston’s insightful work, How to Lose the Hounds: Maroon Geographies and a World beyond Policing,24 she reimagined the concept of marronage as a pivotal framework for understanding and advancing the movement for police abolition. She drew from the history of Maroon communities, where enslaved Black individuals claimed their freedom by escaping slave patrols and those seeking to reenslave them. Those communities were largely established outside the predatory confines of plantation systems and colonial governments.25


Winston’s examination focused on the history of Black Maroon communities in the Maryland suburbs. She highlighted how these spaces, formed in resistance to the oppressive forces of slavery, have continually faced the onslaught of anti-Black police violence. Her exploration of these “maroon geographies” within the discipline of Black Geographies26 uncovered not only a lineage of Black resistance and placemaking but also presented a transformative vision of public safety and community well-being. This vision is rooted in life-affirming traditions of Black autonomy and resilience. As she noted, Black communities developed their systems of justice and lived their daily lives outside the realms of policing, plantation control, empires, and nation-states in those Maroon communities. Winston’s book is a crucial contribution, contextualizing historical practices of resisting oppressive conditions and police power among Black communities.


POLICING THE NEW WORLD


American colonies date back to the early seventeenth century. European empires, particularly England, Spain, the Netherlands, and France, developed colonies in what is now known as North America. Those various colonies contributed directly and indirectly to the development of the United States of America. The first successful English colony was Jamestown, established in 1607 in what is now Virginia. It was followed by the founding of Plymouth in 1620 in present-day Massachusetts and then the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1630. The settlements were founded by Europeans who were seeking economic opportunities and religious freedom and forming new societies—and who were willing to do so through violent means. Throughout the 1600s and 1700s, English colonies continued to emerge along the Eastern Seaboard. That colonial expansion was founded through violence, dispossession, and the decimation of Indigenous populations who’d long stewarded the land.27


The settler colonies were governed by charters, grants, and proprietary arrangements, but the British Crown continued to maintain overarching control over colonial life and affairs. As a result of rising tensions between the American colonies and the British government due to taxation, representation, and a range of other issues, the American Revolutionary War began in 1775. In 1776, the thirteen colonies declared independence, and the war ended in 1783 with the Treaty of Paris and recognition of the United States as an independent nation. The Constitution was written in 1787, followed by the acquisition of more territories through the Louisiana Purchase of 1803, the Oregon Treaty of 1846, and the Mexican Cession of 1848. The United States grew due to the acquisition of those territories and continued its westward colonization.28


Policing in the United States unfolded as an overlapping and interlocking story that develops differently across geographies. Despite regional differences, policing in the United States maintained central features: it was developed as a tool for social control, specifically of racial-ethnic- and class-oppressed populations; it shape-shifts as communities and reformers point out the violence and injustice of the institution; crime is framed as a justification for the necessity of police; and police leaders rely on strategies and tactics that were developed through imperialism and colonialism.


The United States also employed colonial policing through the Texas Rangers.29 In 1823, during the initial stages of the Anglo-American colonization of Texas, then under Mexican control, Stephen F. Austin established the Texas Rangers, originally known by names that included “ranging companies, mounted gunmen, mounted volunteers, minutemen, spies, scouts and mounted rifle companies.”30 Their main role was to manage any concerns or resistance while colonizers encroached on Native American tribal land. During the Texas Revolution from 1835 to 1836, the Rangers aided in battles against Mexican forces to serve Texas’s desire to seize the land and become an independent nation, which occurred in 1836. As Texas claimed statehood and began expanding westward, the role of the Rangers became more intertwined with the state’s colonization endeavors. They served as the primary law enforcement forces in emerging communities and repressed conflict and dissent by Native tribes, as well as cattle theft and whatever else was seen as lawlessness.


One of the most significant impacts of the Rangers was on Native American tribes, which resisted the encroachment onto their lands. The Rangers played a central role in providing defenses against Native American tribes and promoting further colonization while protecting colonizing populations—those who were deemed worthy in the context—from Native American resistance. The Texas Rangers tracked down and violently suppressed Native American resistance, helping to establish a sense of security among colonizers that would encourage more colonization. The Texas Rangers were employed to protect the interests of newly arriving white colonists under the Mexican government and later under the independent Republic of Texas.31 The Texas Rangers hunted down Native populations that were accused of attacking white settlers. Rangers also facilitated white colonial expansion by pushing out Indigenous Mexicans through violence, intimidation, and political interference. Mexicans and Native Americans who resisted were subjected to beatings, killings, intimidation, and arrests.32


Over time, the Texas Rangers transformed into a contemporary law enforcement body. At present, the Texas Rangers investigate major criminalized activity, public corruption, cold cases and officer-involved shootings and oversee the Texas Department of Public Safety’s border security and tactical and crisis negotiation programs. Their historical role in facilitating westward colonial expansion while displacing and facilitating the decimation of Indigenous populations remains a critical aspect of their legacy. Here we see that when they originated, the police served two functions: to protect those deemed worthy and to engage in race-class control to the benefit of those with privilege and power.


ANTI-ASIAN POLICING


In the late nineteenth century, Chinese immigrants living on the West Coast of the United States faced an escalating wave of racial discrimination and violence.33 Editorials with anti-Asian animus were published, alleging that Chinese people were, for example, “barbarians taking jobs away from whites.”34 A particularly tragic episode occurred in 1871 in Los Angeles, known as the Chinese Massacre. Amid a conflict over an arranged marriage that escalated into a shooting between two Chinese factions, police and a local resident arrived, firing at the people involved. They fired back, and the local resident, Robert Thompson, was killed. The cop, Jesus Bilderrain, was injured. News spread, and a mob of around five hundred white and Latino residents stormed Chinatown, attacking, robbing, and murdering its Chinese residents largely on Calle de los Negros, also known as “Negro Alley.” Nineteen Chinese immigrants were brutally killed. Despite the chaos, the Los Angeles police and other local authorities largely refrained from intervening. This points to the nature of police forces: they are structured to protect those deemed worthy of protection and to practice race-class control.


Racial animus in that period paved the way for the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882.35 The legislation suspended Chinese immigration and remained in effect until 1943. Local police departments, particularly in areas with significant Chinese populations, such as San Francisco’s Chinatown, were foundational in the enforcement of the act. Chinese residents routinely experienced racial profiling and harassment, with law enforcement officers often demanding immediate proof of legal residency. It became commonplace for Chinese people to be arrested based solely on mere suspicion of illegal residency or to experience police raids of their homes or businesses. That resulted in many Chinese people constantly carrying their certificates of residence. After the 1906 San Francisco earthquake destroyed many public records, some Chinese residents claimed US citizenship, alleging they had been born in the United States and at times sponsoring others immigrating from China as their children. Those “paper sons” and “paper daughters” often found themselves being harassed, detained, and subjected to intense interrogations at sites such as the Angel Island Immigration Station.36


The anti-Chinese fervor eventually led to discrimination against other Asian communities. By the turn of the twentieth century, as the enforcement of the Chinese Exclusion Act intensified, the United States began to see a rise in Japanese immigrants, especially in California. Like the Chinese residents who had arrived before, they encountered prejudice.37 The California Alien Land Law of 1913 specifically targeted them, prohibiting “aliens ineligible for citizenship” from owning agricultural land or acquiring long-term leases.38 The racist laws were enforced largely by police.


In the early twentieth century, Filipino immigrants also started arriving in significant numbers, primarily to work on farms in California. They were also met with hostility and discrimination. In 1930, the tension led to the Watsonville riots, in which Filipino agricultural workers were the targets of white mob violence.39 Police largely allowed the violence to occur and at times participated in it.


The anti-Asian animus worsened for Japanese Americans during World War II. Following the attack on Pearl Harbor and Executive Order 9066, signed by President Franklin D. Roosevelt on February 19, 1942, the US government ordered the forcible relocation and internment of approximately 120,000 Japanese Americans—two-thirds of whom were US citizens.40 California was home to the nation’s largest Japanese American population at the time. Local police and military officials actively conducted the forced relocations, reinforcing the gratuitous discrimination Asian communities had endured during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. This legacy has not ended. Though police violence against Asian communities does not receive widespread attention, patterns of police abuse have continued for various Asian American and Pacific Islander (AAPI) communities, with rates higher for some communities than previous data had led some to believe.41


THE EMERGENCE OF MODERN POLICING, 1800–1900


The origin of modern policing in the United States is closely tied to British colonial oppression and police development. Prior to the nineteenth century, British colonists used brute force in the form of military occupation and watch groups to preserve oppressive agricultural regimes. Irish workers and farmers resisted those deplorable conditions, and oppressive regimes and the British government tried various approaches to control and quell the resistance. Many of the colonial strategies and tactics the British brought to the New World were first developed in Ireland to control Irish populations, including various strategies of policing and colonial occupation. The London Metropolitan Police, a broader and more professionalized force than traditional colonial policing formations, is often considered the foundation of modern city policing. A significant focus of its policing was Irish populations. The policing of Irish populations was often done through wanton violence, intense surveillance, and a focus on their being the other. Inevitably, the development of policing in London largely shaped the development and structure of early policing models throughout Europe as well as cities in the United States, such as Boston.42


The London Metropolitan Police emerged in the early, pre-Victorian 1800s, due largely to a politician who would eventually become prime minister, Sir Robert Peel.43 Peel served as home secretary first from 1822 to 1827 and then from 1828 to 1830. During that time and throughout his extended political career—he later served as prime minister and a member of the House of Commons—he introduced a number of laws and policies that would change policing. Prior to 1829, a constellation of night watchmen, soldiers who wore red coats, peacekeepers, and constables were responsible for dealing with perceived conflict and disorder. Peel, the namesake and founder of the “bobbies” or “peelers,” sought to create a more professionalized and consistent force that was expansive in size and scope. Bobbies carried short clubs as well as whistles while walking their beats and called for backup with their whistles when they saw fit.


Peel successfully argued for the state to create a police force by zeroing in on what he saw as inefficiencies in the system of the time, despite pushback and fears that police would be an abusive entity. Peel’s Metropolitan Police Act 1829, passed during Arthur Wellesley’s, the first Duke of Wellington’s, government, launched the expansion of policing in various metropolitan areas of London.44 Police were charged with preventing crime, quelling disorder, and establishing social control in authorized regions. Police initially took on other roles, such as lighting lamps, keeping watch for fires, and announcing the time. But the police were not widely accepted and were seen as obstructive to everyday life and unfair to the poor. As a result, policing expanded only slowly to other towns, boroughs, and rural areas. All police were under the authority of the home secretary and headquartered at Scotland Yard. After the passage of the Metropolitan Police Act 1829, a thousand additional men were recruited to join the four hundred police officers who had first been recruited.45 Training was carried out by the commissioners who led police forces, and the funds for salaries and policing expenses came from a special parish rate—or local tax—sourced by the “overseers of the poor.” Police were to focus on detecting and preventing crime, and what was considered crime was also determined by the state.


The Metropolitan Police Act 1829, which modernized policing in England, laid the foundation of urban policing, including in the United States. It was established that uniformed police officers would use paramilitary structures to coerce control. The first police commissioners were Lieutenant Colonel Charles Rowan and Sir Richard Mayne, a barrister. Along with Peel, early police leaders sought to establish a seemingly professional police force that would use quasi-military structures to prevent crime.46 Under the Municipal Corporations Act 1835, all boroughs were ordered to set up a police force controlled by a watch committee. In 1839, the Rural Constabularies Act was passed, providing further pressure for police forces to be established in areas that were still slow to create them and setting guidelines for their organization.47 The central features of the London model were uniforms, expanded presence, and emboldened state powers and protection.


The Metropolitan Police of London received a detective department in 1842; by the mid-1850s there were approximately twelve thousand police throughout England and Wales.48 In 1856, Parliament established that provinces needed to maintain their own police forces, and the Police Act 1856 mandated policing across territories. That was when policing began to expand into areas that were hesitant to rely upon police forces.49 After 1880, the detective division was also expanded to address fears of attacks from Irish colonial dissidents, which was deemed terrorism.50


Commonly attributed to Peel, the following nine principles were outlined for policing in this early period:




PRINCIPLE 1 “The basic mission for which the police exist is to prevent crime and disorder.”


PRINCIPLE 2 “The ability of the police to perform their duties is dependent upon public approval of police actions.”


PRINCIPLE 3 “Police must secure the willing cooperation of the public in voluntary observance of the law to be able to secure and maintain the respect of the public.”


PRINCIPLE 4 “The degree of cooperation of the public that can be secured diminishes proportionately to the necessity of the use of physical force.”


PRINCIPLE 5 “Police seek and preserve public favor not by catering to the public opinion but by constantly demonstrating absolute impartial service to the law.”


PRINCIPLE 6 “Police use physical force to the extent necessary to secure observance of the law or to restore order only when the exercise of persuasion, advice and warning is found to be insufficient.”


PRINCIPLE 7 “Police, at all times, should maintain a relationship with the public that gives reality to the historic tradition that the police are the public and the public are the police; the police being only members of the public who are paid to give full-time attention to duties which are incumbent on every citizen in the interests of community welfare and existence.”


PRINCIPLE 8 “Police should always direct their action strictly towards their functions and never appear to usurp the powers of the judiciary.”


PRINCIPLE 9 “The test of police efficiency is the absence of crime and disorder, not the visible evidence of police action in dealing with it.”51




Peel laid a foundation for developing police forces that, on its face, seems legitimate. In his marketing and lobbying for the formation of police entities, he focused on public appeals to sway the public to being open to police development and expansion. The history of police origination in London reveals that modern policing was constructed less than three hundred years ago. It took a number of efforts and strategies for modern policing to expand, as many people were skeptical of it. A primary function of those police forces was to control colonial Irish populations and enforce moral codes that discriminated against poor and working-class communities.52 But Peel also made sure to appeal to people’s concerns about safety. Here we see that while police emerged as a tool of race-class control, they were also framed by politicians such as Peel as those who would keep those deemed worthy of protection safe. A number of punitive and mandatory strategies from the state required boroughs and towns to establish police forces. The history of policing in London also reveals how militarism in structure and leadership, as well as strategies from colonial occupation, have been central to the development of policing. Finally, the legitimacy of policing was never taken for granted but was always in question, and police leaders such as Peel, Rowan, and Mayne had to craft strategies to convince the public that the police were legitimate and capable of being professional.53 Importantly, those leaders used the fear of crime as a central strategy to justify the expansion of policing, rather than other solutions that addressed structural inequality and injustice. Four months after the act passed, the Duke of Wellington wrote to Peele, congratulating him, to which Peel replied:




I am very glad indeed to hear that you think well of the Police. It has given me from first to last more trouble than anything I ever undertook. But the men are gaining a knowledge of their duties so rapidly that I am very sanguine of the ultimate result.


I want to teach people that liberty does not consist in having your house robbed by organised gangs of thieves, and in leaving the principal streets of London in the nightly possession of drunken women and vagabonds.


The chief danger of the failure of the new system will be, if it is made a job, if gentlemen’s servants and so forth are placed in the higher offices. I must frame regulations to guard against this as effectually as I can.54





FROM LONDON TO THE UNITED STATES


The London model largely shaped models of urban policing in the United States, which had previously taken the forms of night watches and day police.55 The first modern urban policing entity was in Boston, where city leaders began to appoint police officers starting in 1838 and a formal police department was created in 1854. In Boston, there were sustained efforts by workers and unions, who struck and rioted in response to unjust labor conditions. To control those populations, in a shift from the private police forces employed by the political-economic elite, the city established a public police force to repress and surveil unions as well as immigrant populations perceived as disorderly. Police were also responsible for enforcing laws related to social disorder and emerging criminal codes. Importantly, throughout industrialization in the 1800s, modernized policing emerged as a way to control the interests of capitalists looking to secure their financial interests through repressing labor organizing, preventing theft, and disrupting any activities or forms of resistance that would result in a loss of profits.


Boston created one of the first publicly funded city police entities, but on May 7, 1844, New York State passed the Municipal Police Act, which authorized the formation of a police force and led to the abolition of the night watch system.56 In 1845 in New York City, the Municipal Police replaced the night watches formed by groups of men authorized to deter crime, engage in law enforcement capacities, and perform other services deemed necessary.57 The replacement process was ushered in by Mayor William Havemeyer. The Metropolitan Police replaced the Municipal Police in 1857.58 Throughout that period, immigration from Europe was growing, as was immigration from China, and elites relied on police to enforce laws and dominant norms that some migrants were believed to disrupt. Policing was also heavily drawn on as a tool of labor control, with police attempting to quell and suppress labor organizing sparked by unjust work conditions on docks.


Broader civil society at the time also saw professionalized police forces as a solution to racial-ethnic unrest and violence. After the police departments were formed in Boston and New York City, Cincinnati followed in 1853 and Philadelphia in 1855. Policing entities were then formed in Newark, New Jersey, and Baltimore in 1857.59 By the late 1800s, policing entities were taking the place of watchmen and constable systems in cities across the United States.


Those shifts also occurred within the larger context of a push toward international coordination among police, seen most notably in the activities of the International Association of Chiefs of Police, founded in 1893.60 Since its founding, the organization has hosted annual meetings with the aim of aligning administrative, technical, and operational practices while facilitating the recruitment of police forces internationally. International efforts to coordinate policing philosophies, strategies, and practices shed light on parallels in violent and coercive police tactics around the globe that have existed for decades.


POLICING IN THE EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY, 1900–1950


In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, public perception of the police was shaped by widely shared incidents of corruption, police violence, and relationships between the police and political entities. Upton Sinclair’s 1906 novel The Jungle is known for its criticism of conditions in the US meatpacking industry during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. But the novel also delved into police corruption in Chicago, including political partnerships and bribery as well as police corruption. The Jungle illustrated the close entanglements among politicians, businessmen, and police and the brutalization of working-class immigrants. As Sinclair wrote:




The law forbade Sunday drinking; and this had delivered the saloon-keepers into the hands of the police, and made an alliance between them necessary. The law forbade prostitution; and this had brought the “madames” into the combination. It was the same with the gambling-house keeper and the pool-room man, and the same with any other man or woman who had a means of getting “graft,” and was willing to pay over a share of it: the green-goods man and the highwayman, the pickpocket and the sneak-thief, and the receiver of stolen goods, the seller of adulterated milk, of stale fruit and diseased meat, the proprietor of unsanitary tenements, the fake-doctor and the usurer, the beggar and the “push-cart man,” the prize-fighter and the professional slugger, the race-track “tout,” the procurer, the white-slave agent, and the expert seducer of young girls. All of these agencies of corruption were banded together, and leagued in blood brotherhood with the politician and the police; more often than not they were one and the same person—the police captain would own the brothel he pretended to raid, and the politician would open his headquarters in his saloon.61





Despite being a novel, this illustration showcases the deep nexus among politics, business, and policing that was commonplace.


Evidence of and commentary on corruption and abuse were even evident in government reports. The Lexow Committee of 1894–1895 uncovered the entanglement of the New York Police Department with Tammany Hall, the city’s dominant political machine.62 That connection was further revealed by satirical political cartoons mocking the NYPD’s association with Tammany Hall and its widespread corruption.63 In the 1900s, police abuse and corruption continued. The Wickersham Commission of 1931 painted a clear picture of police practices, stating “The third degree—that is, the use of physical brutality, or other forms of cruelty, to obtain involuntary confessions or admissions—is widespread.”64 These varied sources, from popular media to official reports, provide a window into widespread understandings of police illegitimacy and abuse. As James Baldwin wrote in No Name in the Street:




It means nothing, therefore, to say to so thoroughly insulated a people that the forces of crime and the forces of law and order work hand in hand in the ghetto, bleeding it day and night. It means nothing to say that, in the eyes of the black and the poor certainly, the principal distinction between a policeman and a criminal is to be found in their attire.65





Policing experienced a number of developments around the turn of the twentieth century. Through the late 1800s and early 1900s, policing in cities was known to be widely corrupt, violent, and seen as illegitimate. This is on par with the perception of police in many cities during that era as policing entities became increasingly present in urban areas: police were not widely accepted as necessary, legitimate guarantees of safety but carried out the political and economic bidding of elites and worked on behalf of themselves. While politicians and economic elites may have had more favorable attitudes toward police given that they benefited most from them, skepticism toward police was widespread. Police would often carry out the wishes of local politicians, acting as enforcers of local political machines, which included intimidating political opponents and attempting to affect elections.66 This culminated in the professionalization era of policing, which began in the early 1900s. During that era, key police reformers sought to professionalize policing through training, codes of conduct, hiring decisions, and organizational structure.


One of the most important developments emerging from the period was the development of a federal policing entity.67 The Federal Bureau of Investigation, or FBI, was created in 1908 under President Theodore Roosevelt. The FBI was initially founded to address interstate criminalized activity that outpaced the capacities of local law enforcement. The FBI would also target the organized crime networks that had flourished during the Prohibition era. In 1924, J. Edgar Hoover was appointed director of the FBI and greatly expanded it, which propelled it into a new era. Under Hoover, the bureau introduced tools such as the fingerprint file, the crime lab, and the FBI Academy. Hoover used the bureau as a tool to shadow and intimidate those he deemed threatening to national security or social harmony. Civil rights activists, suspected Communists, and others fell under his watchful eye, sparking controversy and igniting accusations of infringing on civil liberties. That repression with heightened power and scope set a legacy for the FBI that would continue throughout the coming decades.


Policing at the turn of the twentieth century also saw the emergence of attention toward diversity in policing. In New York City, Samuel J. Battle was appointed as the first Black police officer in 1911, and Mary A. Sullivan also joined the force as the first female police officer in the same year. Rather than curtailing the power of the police, these professionalization and reform efforts, including the turn toward diversity, created better organized and stronger policing entities that were more professionalized and diverse in certain ways but also had an expanded capacity for violence. Even more, the veneer of professionalism masked, at times, the illegitimate violence work that police were doing in society. As the political scientist Dr. Naomi Murakawa has argued:




Reformers try to enhance people’s procedural rights as if arming individuals with legal protections might slow the churn of criminalization. But consider the crowning glory of the procedural rights revolution, the 1966 Miranda v. Arizona Supreme Court decision requiring cops to recite the speech that contains some version of “You have the right to remain silent.” Outraged conservatives griped about liberal courts handcuffing the cops. But police simply learned a new protocol. After Miranda rights are read during an arrest, most people waive their rights, and police secure incriminating statements in more than half of all interrogations—rates comparable to those pre-Miranda. Police routinely use lies, intimidation, and confinement in interrogation, but simply saying the magic words became proof of professionalism. In short, Miranda offers good protection—for police, not the people they interrogate.…


We pursue reform on the premise that the system is broken. But as [the abolitionist and antiviolence organizer] Mariame Kaba tells us, “The system isn’t broken but highly functioning just as the powers that be intended.” I agree and will add this: Police reform does not fail. It works—for the police.68





After the abolition of slavery, slave patrols no longer existed, but policing—and prisons—as tools of race-class control continued.69 Systems of formal policing expanded in small towns and rural areas and were used to suppress, intimidate, and control newly freed Black populations and force them into convict leasing and sharecropping.70 In the South, sharecropping was a widespread agricultural system after the Civil War. Newly freed Black populations, as well as poor white laborers, worked as tenant farmers on land often owned by well-off white elites.71 Instead of paying rent in cash form, sharecroppers gave portions of their crops to the landowner. Sharecropping often led to a cycle of debt and dependency, as sharecroppers would frequently end up owing more to the landowner for the tools and supplies they used than they could repay by sharing their crops. Sharecropping became a means of maintaining a labor force in economically oppressive conditions after the abolition of slavery. No longer prioritizing the prevention of slave rebellions, the police enforced laws that outlawed vagrancy in order to criminalize Black people and force them into convict leasing through the sharecropping system—which maintained exploitative labor conditions consistent with those under slavery.72 Officers also routinely enforced poll taxes and checked proof of employment of any Black person on the road. Those early forms of policing across the nation served to maintain the interests of the dominant class of white elites. By criminalizing newly freed Black Americans73 as well as the working class and certain groups of immigrants as deviant, morally inferior, and uneducated, municipal, county, and state police forces used brute force to ensure that they remained in oppressive conditions. Black spaces and sites of socializing were also criminalized and targeted by police, especially in regard to policing Black masculinity, which the scholar Rashad Shabazz showcased throughout Chicago in his book Spatializing Blackness: Architectures of Confinement and Black Masculinity in Chicago. 74 The towering scholar and intellectual W. E. B. Du Bois, in Black Reconstruction in America, 1860–1880, revealed the earliest ways in which policing served as a mechanism of social control and domination. He stated:




The system of slavery demanded a special police force and such a force was made possible and unusually effective by the presence of the poor whites.… Considering the economic rivalry of the black and white worker in the North, it would have seemed natural that the poor white would have refused to police the slaves. But two considerations led him in the opposite direction. First of all, it gave him work and some authority as overseer, slave driver, and member of the patrol system. But above and beyond this, it fed his vanity because it associated him with the masters.… The result was that the system was held stable and intact by the poor white.… Gradually the whole white South became an armed and commissioned camp to keep Negroes in slavery and to kill the black rebel.75





As Du Bois made clear, the widespread policing of Black enslaved people by white citizens and later armed forces was essential to maintaining the institution of slavery.


In 1900, the antilynching journalist Ida B. Wells-Barnett described a racist lynch mob that had terrorized New Orleans. “During the entire time the mob held the city in its hands,” she wrote, “… the police and the legally-constituted authorities showed plainly where their sympathies were.… The ring-leaders of the mob were at no time disguised.… Not only were they exempt from prosecution by the police while the town was in the hands of the mob, but even now that law and order is supposed to resume control, these men, well known, are not now, nor ever will be, called to account for the unspeakable brutalities of that terrible week.”76 Over a hundred years later, Wells-Barnett’s words, highlighting that the police did not exist to protect Black people, continue to ring true.


During the Jim Crow era, police often enabled and worked with white supremacist vigilantes such as the Ku Klux Klan to maintain social, political, and economic racial hierarchies. Meanwhile, northern political leaders feared an influx of newly freed rural Black populations, which were viewed as inferior in every aspect. As a result, northern cities established segregated areas and used police officers to enforce racial boundaries through violence, discrimination, and harassment. In both the North and the South, the police employed brute force to impose geographical, social, and political limitations on Black communities.77 The use of alcohol and drugs became a central justification for the expansion of policing, police power, and police technology during the early 1900s.


As Dr. Carl L. Hart has discussed,78 cultural myths about Black men who used cocaine, which began to rise in the late 1800s and early 1900s, seemingly led some police forces to begin using higher-caliber weapons because of stereotypes of the strength of the mythical “Black cocaine fiend.”79 The myths surrounding Black cocaine use paved the way for the 1914 Harrison Narcotics Tax Act, the first federal law passed by Congress that mandated regulations on and taxing of the production, importation, and distribution of opiates and cocaine.80 The Harrison Act paved the way for the Eighteenth Amendment, which established the prohibition of the manufacture, sale, and transportation of alcohol and other draconian drug and alcohol policies. This highlights the way police often step in to regulate drugs, particularly when they become popular in marginalized communities, as cocaine was being used across the United States by many different populations. The policing of drugs, as well as anything labeled a vice crime, has long been used to justify expanding policing and police power. As stated by David F. Musto in The American Disease: Origins of Narcotic Control:




Fear of cocaine might have contributed to the dread that the black would rise above “his place,” as well as reflecting the extent to which cocaine may have released defiance and retribution. So far, evidence does not suggest that cocaine caused a crime wave but rather that anticipation of black rebellion inspired white alarm. Anecdotes often told of superhuman strength, cunning, and efficiency resulting from cocaine. One of the most terrifying beliefs about cocaine was that it actually improved pistol marksmanship. Another myth, that cocaine made blacks almost unaffected by mere .32 caliber bullets, is said to have caused southern police departments to switch to .38 caliber revolvers. These fantasies characterized white fear, not the reality of cocaine’s effects, and gave one more reason for the repression of blacks.81





Sarah A. Seo showcased in Policing the Open Road: How Cars Transformed American Freedom that the advent of automobiles in the early 1900s dramatically shifted the size and scope of policing. When cars were introduced into American society on a large scale, the state responded by expanding laws and the capacity of police to regulate driving. Partly as a response to fears of crime being carried out with vehicles and police being unable to respond, partly out of the state’s belief that it needed to regulate driving, police became the primary regulators of traffic. Access to and resources for marked police vehicles took off after the 1930s, and the expanding power police had to stop, question, and penalize drivers became central to policing. That expanded police power and interactions with the public.


As a result of driving-related policing, it was not just oppressed communities coming into constant interaction with police: people from all backgrounds were now being stopped for traffic violations. The expanding use of cars and the evolution of laws surrounding the policing of traffic and vehicles played a central role in police professionalization, as police were now interacting widely not just with immigrant, poor, working-class, Black, and other dispossessed communities but with drivers from all backgrounds, including more elite ones. To be sure, the policing of drivers affected Black drivers and others from oppressed backgrounds at disproportionate rates from early on.82 As automobiles created new forms of mobility, police began policing Black drivers in ways that created new forms of control in terms of race and space.


INTERNATIONAL INTERPLAY AND THE ORIGINS OF POLICING


The colonized world is a world divided in two. The dividing line, the border, is represented by the barracks and the police stations. In the colonies, the official, legitimate agent, the spokesperson for the colonizer and the regime of oppression, is the police officer or the soldier.


—Frantz Fanon83


As mentioned earlier, the history of policing in the United States is a transnational one. In the early centuries of settler colonialism, colonial elites relied on policing strategies to control populations such as Irish colonial subjects, Philippine resisters of colonialism, and enslaved people in the Caribbean. Those models were then imported and adapted for the geographic context of the United States. The people involved in developing US colonial policing in its early phases had their own histories and places of origin, which they drew on when creating models of policing. There was innovation, of course. In the United States, due to unique aspects of its colonial history and growing capitalist economy, political leaders crafted flexible systems of policing and military control. Those systems were designed to maintain existing power structures and to further empower those already in control. This approach was applied not just within the mainland United States but also in territories including Guam, Hawaii, the Philippines, and Puerto Rico.84


Sociologist Julian Go argues, police militarization—in which police adopt military strategies, tactics, and tools in routine policing—began to increase in intensity in the early twentieth century as a result of what he calls “imperial feedback,” whereby police expand their power and strength by drawing on military-style strategies, methods, and models from the United States’ imperial history of establishing dominance and rule over other territories.85 Police adopted strategies and tactics used by the imperial military to control colonial subjects abroad to control racial and class minorities in the United States, including African Americans and Indigenous communities.


As Alex S. Vitale noted in The End of Policing, some policing agencies were formed explicitly to deal with labor organizing and to suppress workers’ rights. The Pennsylvania State Police was founded in 1905 as a result of the Anthracite Coal Strike of 1902.86 Coal workers and miners staged a powerful protest against their working conditions. At the time, mill and mine owners employed private police forces to suppress worker strikes and disobedience. Local police and sheriffs either did not have the capacity to quell rebellion or chose not to. Senate Bill 278, signed by Governor Samuel Pennypacker, established the Pennsylvania State Police, which was ultimately praised by President Theodore Roosevelt.87 The troopers engaged in labor repression and suppression tactics, many of which were drawn from imperial strategies of the Philippine Constabulary, which had been created to manage the US occupation of the Philippines, where officials engaged in counterinsurgency strategies to suppress dissent and maintain the broader imperial order.88 A central strategy was for constabularies to build closer relationships with colonized populations in order to gain legitimacy and intelligence about potential anticolonial efforts. As later seen in the development of communication systems in US policing, radios, telephones, and other telecommunication modes were central to police attempts to quell and prevent labor, antiracism, and anticolonial efforts in real time. On this connection between imperial conquest and US policing, Vitale stated that Jesse Garwood, “a major figure in the US occupation forces in the Philippines, brought the methods of militarized espionage and political suppression to bear on Pennsylvania miners and factory workers.”89


As Christopher J. Coyne and Abigail R. Hall noted in their book Tyranny Comes Home: The Domestic Fate of U.S. Militarism:




… these veterans significantly influenced the evolution of America’s police forces. August Vollmer, for example, incorporated military structure, technology, and techniques into the police departments of Berkeley and Los Angeles, California; worked as the head of national police organizations; and served as a consultant to a number of other police groups. Others like Jesse Garwood, known for their brutal tactics in the Philippines, returned to the United States and established constabularies modeled after the one created in the islands. Lieutenant Colonel Harry Bandholtz employed the psychological techniques he learned in the war against miners in West Virginia. Major General Smedley Butler used his wartime training in the battle against alcohol during national Prohibition, leading his team on an estimated five thousand raids.90





The relationship between policing and militarism has long been a tightly woven one. The history of policing reveals that imperialism and colonialism have been central to its development.91 This is true in terms of US colonialism and the dispossession and decimation of Indigenous people as well as in terms of policing strategies developed abroad and used to police race-class-oppressed communities at home. As a strategy of expressed reform, police leaders and politicians also embrace militarism as a way to professionalize police forces.


POLICE PROFESSIONALIZATION


Early police forces were known to be corrupt and politically tied to power structures, as evidenced by commission reports, politicians, and the onset of what is commonly referred to as police professionalization.92 The prohibition of alcohol between 1919 and 1933 intensified policing. There were thousands of speakeasies across the United States, and organized crime networks met the demand for prohibited liquor. Police enforced vice and prohibition laws at their own discretion. Police throughout the United States were corrupt and colluded in criminal syndicate endeavors, gambling, prostitution, and other vice activity. That vast corruption and involvement in crime syndicates included the forming of prostitution, alcohol, and gambling syndicates, as well as assassinations, bribery, and intimidation.93 Police corruption also included political policing, whereby particular political leaders commanded police to harass their opponents, influence elections, and heckle the supporters of opposing politicians. This is all corroborated by a number of commissions and grand jury investigations.94


Throughout the history of New York City, commissions investigated police corruption, revealing how widespread it was. One of the earliest of these commissions was the Lexow Committee of 1894–1895, initiated due to growing public concerns about police misconduct and management. The committee’s investigation unearthed the fact that officers were regularly involved in extorting money from illegal businesses such as gambling establishments, promising them protection from legal actions and raids. Its findings revealed that this corruption spanned all levels of the police department. In 1912, the Curran Committee, chaired by alderman Henry H. Curran, conducted an investigation into police corruption. Its findings were similar to those of the Lexow Committee: officers were involved in a variety of illicit activities, including receiving bribes and protecting vice operations. The probe underscored the deeply rooted culture of corruption that had largely become synonymous with the department.


Two decades later, in 1932, the Hofstadter Committee, spearheaded by lawyer and judge Samuel Seabury, took on the daunting task of investigating not just the police department but also the judicial system and other public offices. While the committee’s scope was broad, its findings related to the police were consistent with those of earlier investigations. The revelations also implicated the magistrate’s courts, where corruption was widespread, with judges involved in accepting bribes and mishandling justice. The far-reaching findings of the Seabury Committee’s work led to the resignation of Mayor Jimmy Walker. Collectively, these committees paint a portrait of a city that has maintained a police force with systematic corruption.


The 1949 grand jury investigation into the New York Police Department was another showcase of widespread corruption. The jury was convened as a result of continued allegations of widespread corruption within the NYPD, particularly related to gambling and other forms of vice. The allegations weren’t just about patrol officers; they also went up into the higher levels of the department. The investigation resulted in a series of indictments against police officers and exposed a network of payoffs and corruption deeply embedded within the department. In coming decades, the Knapp Commission of 1970 and the Mollen Commission of 1992 would reveal drug sale and use, as well as corruption, theft, and wanton violence, by police. Such commissions and investigations were widespread, involving Los Angeles, Philadelphia, New Orleans, Atlanta, San Francisco, and more.95 The recurring accounts of police corruption, even during that period of alleged reform, reveal that professionalizing the police had not addressed the problems and violence of policing endemic to police power.96 They also show that the police were not the widespread keepers of safety they are often portrayed as today.


Just as the state used the police force to maintain the inferior position of enslaved people and later of freed African Americans, policing in the North began as informal, privately funded night watch patrols to control working-class immigrants and growing unrest among the industrial working class. Northern cities experienced an influx of immigrants and rapid industrialization during the late 1800s and early 1900s, which instilled fear and resentment into white elites. They often viewed Irish and other working-class immigrants as uneducated, disorderly, and politically militant. Labor strikes and riots broke out, inducing fear, anxiety and, demands for the preservation of law and order. Although the informal night watch system was intended to prevent looting and labor organizing, it failed at that, which resulted in the emergence and expansion of formalized public policing to protect the interests of property and business owners. The creation of the police enabled the enforcement of morality laws, such as restrictions on drinking. However, the early urban police were openly corrupt, as they were often chosen based on political connections and bribery. Qualifications to become a police officer didn’t entail formal training or the passing of civil service exams. Political parties also used police to suppress opposition voting and to spy on and suppress workers’ organizations, meetings, and strikes.97


Because of the high degree of police corruption, journalists often reported on it, which brought it widespread attention. The 1894–1895 Lexow Committee, for example, was preceded by investigative journalism about police corruption. The outcry that came from a range of people, in addition to the resistance by marginalized communities, put pressure on politicians and police leaders, and police reform became a central issue that continues today. In response to public pressure, policing became increasingly professionalized through civil service exams and centralized hiring processes, training, and new technology. Management sciences were also introduced.98 Reformers such as August Vollmer, who drew his ideas from his experiences in the US occupation forces in the Philippines, also implemented police science courses, which introduced new transportation and communication technologies, as well as fingerprinting and police labs. Police reformers of the twentieth century paved the way for the increasingly intertwined relationships among standardized technology, policing, and surveillance. But professionalization did not solve the problems of policing and in the end served to further exacerbate them by expanding police power. What police professionalization did accomplish was providing a veneer for policing that would communicate to the public that police were becoming more legitimate and less problematic.


At the turn of the twentieth century, political leaders of the United States radically changed the organization and responsibilities of the police department. For much of history, the general public had perceived the police as illegitimate and riddled with corruption.99 Reformers in the 1920s and ’30s attempted to rid departments of organizational corruption and sever their close ties with political elites. They emphasized that the role of police departments was in crime control and arrest. Changing expectations of police led to organizational changes in which police departments took on a more centralized, bureaucratic, paramilitary organizational structure.100


As Naomi Murakawa revealed in The First Civil Right: How Liberals Built Prison America, in the 1940s liberals concerned with racial violence began thinking that modernized policing and carceral machinery could address white mob violence and vigilantism. While their intention was to develop policing and carceral systems to combat white mob and vigilante violence, this approach inadvertently expanded carceral power. That expanded authority was later used against marginalized groups, particularly in the 1960s. Inevitably, that reform era led to police professionalization that further cemented the power of the police and allowed them to do more unchecked harm. The shifts led to changes in how a police department’s success was measured, putting the focus increasingly on higher arrest rates and “efficiency,” as determined by rapid responses to emergency calls. By the 1950s, those priorities were having devastating impacts on marginalized communities of color, beginning with Black communities.101 Scholars have long shown that poverty and disadvantage, shaped by centuries of structural racism, increase the likelihood of violence and harm within neighborhoods. The expansion of police power from the onset of policing into the mid–twentieth century did not address those structural realities: it inflamed them.






OEBPS/images/9781538725689.jpg
WHAT BETTER WAY TO MAKE THE CASE FOR
A POLICE FREEWORLD THAN TO SHOW
A WORLD WHERE IT’S POSSIBLE

]IV

AL VT

)\ A

BEYOND
POLICING

JOHINE

U SIS

L] | S| ][ Q- S ] [ [

PHILIP V. MCHARRIS






OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.jpg
LEGACY

LIT





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
WHAT BETTER WAY TO MAKE THE CASE FOR
A POLICE-FREE WORLD THAN TO SHOW
A WORLD WHERE IT’S POSSIBLE

BEYOND
POLICING

PHILIP V. MCHARRIS

LEGACY
LIT

NEWYORK BOSTON





